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It was so hot outside. Thick, hazy air seemed like it was going to suffocate my 
whole city this summer. I threw my bike down in the dirt, trudged up the sidewalk 
and rang Hannah’s doorbell. Hannah opened it in record time. 
“Geez Oscar. Where have you been? I am so bored. Let’s get out of here", she 
said.
Hannah’s brother Hank shouted from somewhere upstairs, “Wait! I am coming 
too, Oscar! Don’t leave me. I am SO BORED TOO!” Hank ran down the stairs, book 
bag in one hand and water bottle in the other. “Let’s go!” 
We got on our bikes and the three of us decided to ride down to Old Pond Road 
to take a dip in the lake. It was too hot for anything else. Clouds of dust rose 
around our tires as we peddled to our swimming hole. Hank let out a holler as his 
tire hit a rock. His bike lurched sideways and he hit the ground hard. Book bag 
and water bottle went flying. I helped Hank up and walked across the path to pick 
up his things. Hank’s book bag had torn open displaying its contents and his water 
bottle had spilled. 
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“Oh man, Hank,” I said. “Your water bottle is empty. That’s a bummer.” 
“Whatever”, said Hank. “It is just water.” 
“It isn’t just water,” replied Hannah to her brother. “Some people don’t have all 
of the water they need. Don’t be such a kid.” 
I stayed quiet and let them argue as I picked up all of the junk that had tumbled 
out of Hank’s backpack. I noticed the edge of a bright plastic wrapper poking 
though one of the bag’s many new holes. Hank and Hannah were busy fighting so 
I grabbed the wrapper, pulling it out of the bag. It looked like a fortune cookie. 
At that moment Hank, looked over at me. “Hey, what are you doing? That’s 
mine!” 
Hank walked over and snatched it from my hand. I heard thunder in the distance 
as the wrapper busted. As if in slow motion the cookie dropped to the ground and 
cracked open. A tiny slip of paper fell out. Hannah picked it up and read it out 
loud. “Challenges both small and great will help you to appreciate.” 
That is when everything changed. Suddenly the three of us weren’t in South 
Carolina anymore. Suddenly, the three of us weren’t even ourselves. We were 
high in the clouds over the ocean. We were scared. We were stuck. We were tiny!  
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It did not take long to learn that the fortune cookie had changed our lives. 
Instead of swimming in our favorite pond back in South Carolina, the cookie and 
its fortune had turned Hank, Hannah and I into a drop of water hovering in the 
sky. We were a drop of WATER? We were above the Atlantic Ocean. We were far 
away off of the coast of Africa. Somehow we had to get home! 
 There was no time to think about home, because our water droplet was forming 
a towering cloud. This huge cloud was swirling, churning and becoming a 
hurricane. 
Hannah loved hurricanes.  Lucky for us she knew all about them. “I predict, if this 
hurricane can last, we just might make it home!” Hank and I were really hoping 
she was right. We were still trying to understand the whole fortune cookie thing 
and none of this made a lot of sense.  
This is just a test because I do not know if I like this at all because hurricanes suck 
Water in the atmosphere can be solid, liquid or gas. Clouds can 
form when water in its gaseous phase (water vapor) condenses 
into a liquid. Cloud droplets often form on particles of dust that 
are transported by wind in the atmosphere. The temperature of 
the atmosphere also plays a part in cloud formation: warm air 
holds mor  water vap r than cold air. As temperatures drop in the 
atmosphere, clouds can form.  It takes more than one cloud to 
form a storm, rather, groups of clouds, wind and water 
evaporating from the ocean help build a hurricane. 
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fortune fact
It seemed like Hannah’s prediction was coming true as we crossed the Atlantic 
and bee-lined straight towards our home state. As the hurricane moved full steam 
ahead we tried to piece together our strange situation- but not for long. 
Eventually a large mountain came into view as we hurtled with other drops of rain 
towards the ground. We were no match for gravity and splatted right onto Table 
Rock. We chipped a piece right off the side of that mountain and that’s when 
things got weird. That piece of rock began to talk. 
Table Rock is a landform found in the Blue Ridge Mountains of 
South Carolina. Table Rock is a monadnock. A monadnock is a 
large hill or rock that stands alone because over time the 
surrounding landforms have eroded. Monadnocks are usually 
made up of rocks and minerals like granite that are very hard to 
erode. Erosion is caused by water in its various forms and wind. A 
piece of a landform that has been eroded away is called sediment. 
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fortune fac t
The rock’s name was Gus. Gus explained that the water eroded him and would 
carry him until he settled somewhere else.  Gus was a great guide as we flowed 
down mountainsides, through forests and passed by animals like a white-tailed 
deer and her fawn. The storm passed, sunlight filtered through the trees and it 
was easy to forget we were so far from home. 
Gravity and friction are two forces that occur on Earth. Gravity 
pulls objects together. Gravity pulls  water droplets, like rain 
drops, towards the ground from the atmosphere. Likewise, gravity 
causes water to flow from high elevations- like mountains- to 
lower elevations. Friction is a force that can slow things down. 
Hurricanes weaken for several reasons and one of those is the 
friction of the hurricane passing over land causing it to slow down.
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fortune fact
After a while we spilled into a rapidly moving 
creek. The water we joined was clear and cool. 
Suddenly a winged insect landed on the water’s 
surface in front of us. I screamed. It was huge!  
Hannah covered her eyes and Hank’s mouth 
opened wide in fear.  The mayfly apologized for 
scaring us but warned us about predators. Then it 
flew off.  
The path ahead did not look clear anymore. A giant mouth was opening and 
closing and we were headed straight for it! This couldn’t get any worse! Or could 
it? As we were about to float past the teeth lined mouth, it burst forward! Luckily 
the trout grabbed a mayfly nymph and swam off. That was a close call! 
Gravity carries Oscar, Hank and Hannah into fresh water habitat that is 
home to the brook trout. Brook trout can only live in cold, clear bodies of 
water. Cold water flowing quickly over rocky bottom is ideal for trout 
because it can hold a lot of oxygen gas. Oxygen gas mixed into liquid water 
is one example of a solution: a mixture is so well combined that the 
components are mixed evenly throughout and aren’t easily separated. 
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fortune fact
The creek began to widen and as we entered another body of water. Gus said it 
must be the Oolenoy River.  We continued downstream and drifted to sleep.  The 
next day we woke up to a wider, slower and murkier body of water, the Saluda 
River.  Gus was too heavy and settled to the bottom, where the Saluda joined 
Lake Greenwood. He waved goodbye as the sun set on another day. It took us all 
night to move through Lake Greenwood and I dreamt of my old life. We were in 
South Carolina, but we sure weren’t home and we weren’t even human. Boy we 
were in a pickle. 
Gravity carries water through watersheds from the mountains to the 
piedmont of South Carolina. An area where water flows to one place or 
region is described as a watershed. According to SC DNR, South Carolina 
can be divided into 4 main watersheds (they also call them basins): 
Savannah, ACE, Santee and Pee Dee. These watersheds are then further 
divided.  
The piedmont region in South Carolina takes up almost one third of the 
state! Traditionally the piedmont was known for farming cotton, but soil 
erosion and other factors led to a shift from farming to industry like textiles. 
Industry was also fueled by water power. Humans  use water for 
transportation downstream but also to generate electricity. To put water to 
work people take advantage of gravity in many ways. As this journey 
continues, see if you can find all the places that gravity makes an 




The sun rose and we woke up to a loud boat motor. That wasn’t all we woke up 
to. “Hey y’all,” said Hannah. “Do you feel like we are being watched?”  Long, lean 
shadows crept in on us.  Closer and closer the shadows swam with ominous flicks 
of their fins. We were surrounded! 
The strange fish reminded me of the times of dinosaurs- prehistoric times. Their 
frightening jaws were long and toothy like an alligator’s. You can imagine our 
surprise when one extended a fin and said, “Hi you three, I am Gary the garfish. 
Welcome to Lake Murray!  My friends and I are here to make sure you enjoy your 
stay, and exit safely through the dam.” 
Lake Murray is a man-made lake in the piedmont region.  It was made by 
damming (blocking off) the Saluda River. The Dreher Shoals Dam enables 
humans to control the flow of water into the river in order to create 
electricity. Building the dam took 3 years and was completed in 1930. 
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fortune fact
Say what?! A dam? We didn’t have time to worry about a dam because Gary was 
so busy explaining everything to us. He explained the delicate balance of lake life, 
showing us plants and animals. He also explained lake history as he pointed out 
an airplane resting on the bottom. It sure looked old. He also declared that the 
only way to continue our journey was to go with gravity and the forces of motion 
down and out of the Dreher Shoals Dam. 
Lake Murray was used for more than generating electricity. After Japan 
attacked Pearl Harbor during WWII, the United States needed a serious 
confidence boost. The Doolittle Raid of 1942 was the answer. B-25 bombers 
training for the secret mission took off and landed in South Carolina near 
Columbia. These planes flew and practiced above Lake Murray, sometimes 
ending in a crash. In 2005 a B-25 was successfully recovered from the Lake and 
is now being preserved at a museum in Alabama. 
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fortune fact
Exiting the lake through the dam was nothing short of a nightmare as we smacked 
and slammed with a violent rush of water through the turbines.  We crashed into 
a serene body of water and continued downstream. The riverbanks were lined 
with trees. I heard a highway about the same time as Hank pointed to a shiny 
patch in the water. “Ewwww, gross” said Hannah. “That looks like oil from the 
road. I hope we don’t have to go through that.” We dodged the oil slick but some 
critters weren’t so lucky.  
We entered the capital city, Columbia. It was really neat.  Hannah couldn’t enjoy 
the sights though. She was still bothered by the pollution we had gone through. I 
had to agree. Hank just scowled. Hank really wanted to go home. We all did, but 
we had no control over our current situation and decided to go with the flow. 
Stormwater run-off is just one of many kinds of pollution. It is created by rain 
falling on surfaces that cannot absorb  water but instead cause the water to 
“run off” of it, often carrying with it harmful pollutants. Paved roads, 
driveways, and sidewalks can all increase pollution into waterways by 
contributing to stormwater run-off. Pollution is one way humans can affect our 
ecosystems, oceans and landforms in a negatively. 
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fortune fact
The Saluda River joined the Broad River and together became the Congaree. We 
said goodbye to the Piedmont and hello to the Sandhill region. The Congaree 
snaked its way into the flood plain. We traveled under looming canopies of 
cypress trees, and the rich dark water teemed with life from snakes to otters and 
all sorts of birds. 
Water is used for many things, namely, we drink it. Besides using rivers, lakes 
and streams to supply our cities and homes  with water we also enjoy it. Water 
has many recreational uses including fishing, boating, kayaking and more. 
Places like the Congaree National Park enable people to enjoy aquatic 
ecosystems naturally and learn about native plants and animals. The water in 
the Congaree River is darker in color due to the tannins from cypress  trees and 
decaying plant matter. 
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fortune fact
Eventually the water slowed and widened. A sign read “Lake Marion”. Hank was 
reading it out loud when a confident looking fish swam towards us. (Do you hear 
this? Fish, insects and even rocks were talking to us!) Hank spotted the striped 
bass first. “If I were still a human, I would probably go fish for something like you, 
but let me guess, since we are in this mixed up place, I bet you are going to help 
us?” 
Lake Marion and Lake Moultrie were created not long after Lake Murray was 
created, and in a similar fashion. Lake Marion, the largest lake in South 
Carolina, was made when the Santee River was dammed in 1941. Striped bass 
are South Carolina’s state fish. They populate Lake Murray, Marion and 
Moultrie at different times of the year and their life cycle. An inland striped 
bass population is unique. Striped bass spend their adult life in salt water and 
return to freshwater to reproduce. History was made when a group of striped 
bass became trapped after the dam was built and closed. The striped bass 
survived in the freshwater and have remained ever since. Today, the St. 




Hank was right. The fish showed us his lake and explained that we would most 
likely go from Lake Marion into Lake Moultrie before going through yet another 
dam. That is… if we lived that long! We were right in the path of a speed boat and 
it was headed straight for us! 
There was no getting out of its path as it hurtled closer. We were tossed into the 
air and splashed back into the lake below. Hannah was screaming. Hank was 
crying. I was TIRED OF THIS. “I WANT TO GO HOME!” I yelled. “Not yet,” said the 
bass with a sly grin. He must have known something we didn’t. 
We had become a drop of water, joined a hurricane, slammed into a mountain, 
almost been eaten by a trout, forced through a dam, dodged pollution and now 
run over by a boat. Would this ever end? As if reading my mind our fishy guide 
told us that our journey would end when it was supposed to, and we weren’t 
ready yet. We had more challenges to come. The next challenge: The Pinopolis 
Dam. 
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We didn’t have to wait very long as soon a huge building loomed before us. We 
had made it through Lake Marion into Lake Moultrie.  “Uh-oh, here we go again,” 
I said. And down we went crashing with tons of water through the turbines of a 
large hydroelectric dam, leaving Lake Moultrie behind. 
By blocking the flow of water with a dam, water builds a reservoir on the 
upstream side. People can use the energy of water moving downhill to create 
electricity. When a dam is opened, water flows into an intake, down a penstock 
with gravity, and rushes into a turbine. The turbine spins, much like water 
moving through a revolving door or water wheel, and is connected to a 
generator. The generator creates electricity using magnetic forces.  
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fortune fact
We were exhausted. It had been a long trip. We were homesick, too. The sun was 
setting and the movement of the river rocked us to sleep. We woke up to the 
sound of birds. We rubbed our eyes and opened them to a new day. There was so 
much to see. There were factories, smoke stacks, and one very curious pelican 
circling above us. She landed on a piling and called out, “Welcome to the Cooper 
River, y’all. You have joined us on an interesting day. Coast guard helicopters 
overhead are searching for an oil spill. Look out!” Then she flew off. 
In the event of an oil spill in Charleston Harbor, it is the 
Coast Guard that is the first to respond. While the Coast 
Guard is in charge of the operation, they also work hand 
in hand with scientists and local officials to make sure the 
spill is cleaned up. 
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fortune fact
Can’t we just relax, I thought to myself? I guess not. As we traveled farther we 
noticed large container ships. The biggest change was that we were in salt water. 
While you may not see the ocean every day, the ocean is a part of your life. 
Many of the goods people buy at the store, whether clothes, furniture, food or 
electronics, is transported in container ships around the globe. Without ocean 
transportation importing and exporting goods would be impossible. Once a 
ship docks in port containers are put on trucks or trains  to continue their 
journey. One of the many items exported from South Carolina overseas is cars. 
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fortune fact
We saw the Arthur Ravenel Bridge, went underneath it and ended up by the USS 
Yorktown. The large aircraft carrier is now a museum. We saw seagulls, oysters, 
crabs and all kinds of snails. I even saw a dolphin and a shark! There really was
SO MUCH TO SEE! 
 
While the Cooper River carries fresh water downstream from Lake Moultrie, as 
it nears Charleston Harbor it becomes  brackish. Brackish water is a mixture of 
fresh and salt water. Brackish water characterizes ecosystems called estuaries. 
Estuaries are home to a variety of marine (saltwater) plants and animals. The 
biotic (living) components of estuaries have to deal with many ever-changing 
abiotic (non-living) components. Tides  affect water level  daily along with the 




We drifted into the harbor and heard the whir of the helicopters overhead. “That 
must be the coast guard looking for that oil spill”, said Hank. “Gee whiz, this is 
awful. Look at all of these people and animals that use this water. Not to mention 
the water going through the dams. Don’t dams create electricity? And of course 
we drink it. Who would spill oil? Don’t they understand? Water is so important!” 
Water is SO important! In fact, it is essential to life here on our planet Earth. 
Water is a limited resource that connects everyone and everything. From the 
mountains  to the piedmont, sandhills, to the coastal plain, coastal zone and the 
ocean- it is everywhere. It is everywhere as water vapor, liquid water, and ice. 
From groundwater to the atmosphere it is moving, condensing, evaporating, 
precipitating and cycling over and over again. From where you are sitting, what 
are the different ways water is surrounding you?  
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fortune fact
And then lightning struck. Thunder boomed. The sky became dark with clouds. 
And suddenly we were laying in the dirt, next to our bikes. I brushed myself off 
and helped Hank up off of the ground. He was holding out his hand. In his hand, 
was the message from the fortune cookie. We all looked at each other. We 
couldn’t believe it. But now we understood. We had to take this journey to see 
the world and its water in a new way. And now we did. Now we certainly did. 
19
“Challenges both small and great will help you to appreciate.” 
You can take the Oscar Challenge by looking at your everyday world in a new way. 
